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This volume is part of the Ashgate Research Companion series that is designed to offer an 
authoritative, state-of-the-art and comprehensive review of current research in the particular 
area.  The target audience is scholars and graduate students, and at over 600 pages libraries 
are the most likely purchasers of such volumes.  While the size of the book certainly matches 
the ambition, there are questions as to whether any book can truly serve as the comprehensive 
reference the publishers claim it to be (p. i).  That is, while the editors make a claim to 
developing an interdisciplinary and historic approach to the study of conflict and war the 
volume generally adopts a state-centric view of conflict and war.   
 
Moreover, in spite of the claims to the nature of the interdisciplinary approach, the editors 
adopt a discipline specific (that of international relations) approach in that ‘this book seeks to 
address the systemic nature of conflict, which includes both international/interstate and 
domestic/civil wars – with an emphasis upon major and regional power warfare over the long 
term’ (p. 6, emphasis in original).  While one of the strengths of the volume is the variety of 
contributors to the volume in that it is not simply a group of American or British international 
relations scholars and includes a range of scholars with various academic and professional 
backgrounds, the majority of the volume’s 30 chapters focus on specific wars or system level 
causes of war.  Only a few look to issues of gender or the impact of war on individuals.  
 
A curious omission in a volume on the origins and prevention of war is the lack of a 
definition of what war is.  While the editors do offer a critique of definitions by Hedley Bull 
and Karl Marx, they do not offer a working definition.  There is no attempt by either the 
editors or the various contributors to offer any indication of what is, and more importantly, is 
not considered war.   
 
As mentioned above the volume comprises 30 chapters divided into four parts and introduced 
by a general introduction by the editors.  Part one examines various theoretical approaches to 
the origins of war such as alienation, socio-biological influences, socio-political formation, 
and the question of what factors provide legitimacy to the decisions (by states) to go to war.  
Part two takes a conventional approach to the study of the origins of particular wars from 
ancient Greece to the two world wars.  The best of these is the chapter by Marco Rimanelli 
on the Arab-Israeli conflicts that traces the connections of conflict from ancient times to 
today.  Part three of the volume is more complex focusing on conflicts during and after the 
Cold War.  It is this part that offers a brief break from the state-centric nature of the analysis 
of the volume with excellent, if short, chapters on child soldiers by Susan Hitchcock Perry 
and the instrumentalism of gender in war by Carol Mann.  Some of the chapters adopt solid, 
if somewhat pedestrian, analysis of various rationales for states to go to war from nationalism 
to humanitarian guises to resource scarcity.  The remaining chapters in this section examine 
new aspects that influence how states might choose to go to war, from needing to manage the 
media, to fighting in cyberspace or against asymmetrical threats.  The final part of the book 
looks at long cycles and conflict amongst the great powers.  The strength of these chapters is 
that they take a long term approach to the study of conflict seeking to draw lessons from 
ancient and medieval times as well as more modern times. 
 
One final criticism of the approach the volume takes is its Western-centric focus on war.  For 
a volume that has claims to offer a comprehensive approach to the study of the origins and 
prevention of war, it offers very little analysis of wars in Asia, Africa or Latin America.  
Where it does include these as particular case studies, the examples are of cases where the 
contemporary western-based international system has overridden indigenous patterns of 
conflict and cooperation.  For example, there is no analysis of warfare in ancient China or 
Japan, or how pre-colonial societies in the Americas, Africa or Asia interacted with each 
other.   
 
On a more minor note the 10 page index for such a large volume seems to be rather small.  It 
makes it difficult for researchers seeking more that the more obvious commonalities across 
the various topics. 
 
